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Benjamin Bryce

In the early 1900s, British Columbia’s salmon fisheries were 
economically booming, but completely unsustainable. As 
salmon stocks declined, the government introduced new 
conservation policies to limit fishing and sustain the industry. 
That said, these environmental efforts were never just about 
fish. Instead, these conservation policies were also used as a 
pretext for racism against Japanese Canadian fishermen. 

Benjamin Bryce, Associate Professor of History at UBC and 
CMS affiliate, examines how early 20th century salmon 
conservation strategies in B.C. were deeply shaped by anti-
Asian sentiment. While officials claimed they were protecting 
salmon, their regulations disproportionately targeted Japanese 
Canadian fishers’ access to the industry. Despite often being 
British subjects like their white counterparts, many were 
denied licences and excluded from independent fishing 
practices even as skilled, long-time workers. Indigenous fishers 
similarly faced erasure from conservation discussions or were 
subject to heavy regulation. While the B.C. government’s 
policies could be seen as seeking to prioritize conservation, 
they were nonetheless also designed to make B.C.’s fishing 
industry and population whiter. Dr. Bryce’s research shows 
that environmental conservation is not neutral. Who is allowed 
to access natural resources—and who is excluded—reflects 
deeper political struggles. B.C.’s 20th century salmon industry 
demonstrates how policies which address one issue—in this 
case sustainability—can also reinforce other inequalities.

Environmental conservation is not 
neutral. Who is allowed to protect or 
access natural resources—and who 
is excluded—reflects deeper political 
struggles.

When Conservation Excludes: 
Japanese Canadian Fishers and 
BC’s Salmon Industry
(1900-1930)

Key Ideas
• In early 20th-century British Columbia, salmon 
fisheries’ management was tightly intertwined with 
racial discrimination. Despite being citizens and vital 
to the industry, Japanese Canadian fishers faced 
reduced access to licences, legal restrictions, and 
growing hostility from white fishermen. 

• Salmon fisheries became a battleground for 
resource control and for defining who was welcome 
in Canada as exclusionary practices were shaped 
both by fears of environmental depletion and white 
nationalism.

• Japanese Canadian fishers pushed back on this 
discrimination with legal petitions. In 1928, a 
Supreme Court case ruled that the province could 
not give priority to some British subjects over others.
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Japanese House at the North Pacific Cannery, ca. 1910. “North Pacific 
Cannery [showing a] Japanese house, jacks and rollers,” CVA 783-171, 
AM870-S2, Box: 180-B-01, Anglo-British Columbia Packing Company 
fonds, (Image courtesy City of Vancouver Archives).

• Conservation and environmental protection policies 
in B.C. should be designed with explicit attention to 
racial justice and social justice.

•  Fishing policies must also consider the community 
needs and fishing practices of historically 
marginalized or discriminated groups.
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Salmon, Settlement, and Race Politics

Between 1900 and 1930, British Columbia’s fisheries policies 
contained a clear anti-Asian sentiment. In 1914, the Fraser 
River Fisherman’s Protective Association was formed with 
the goal of “preserving the salmon fishing of the Fraser to 
the white and Indian fishermen and eliminating the Asiatics.” 
Years later, in 1922, a federal commission concluded that too 
many licences were going to the “orientals,” a term used to 
describe people whose origins were from East Asia.

Officials and white nationalist groups used the very real 
problem of overfishing of local salmon populations as a 
smokescreen to solely blame and subsequently discriminate 
against Japanese Canadian fishers. Through known 
conservation strategies—like licencing limits, motorboat 
bans, and fishing quotas—the government actively worked to 
specifically reduce Japanese Canadian fishers’ access to the 
fishery.

Key Findings

Figure 1. Number of licences issued to members of the Steveston 
Fishermen’s Benevolent Society in 1916 and 1923.

(Source: G. Shimono, President, “Memorandum Presented to The 
Fisheries Commission of The Dominion Government of Canada,” 

Vancouver, BC: September 1922, Box 123-3, “Reference Files Maps 
and Other Documents 1922–1931,” Chung Collection, UBC RBSC, 3.) To understand the experiences of Japanese Canadian fishers 

in the early 20th century, Benjamin Bryce draws on public 
archives from the City of Vancouver and City of Richmond, 
cannery records, letters, court cases, and photographs. 
Through this archival research, he traces how conservation 
policies became a tool for racial exclusion. He then uses 
petitions and court cases from Japanese Canadian fishers and 
business leaders to show how these fishers challenged the 
discriminatory policies.

Methods

Fisheries and Sense of Belonging

It is true that the B.C. salmon industry was being overfished 
in the early 20th century, and that conservation policies were 
needed to ensure the industry’s sustainability. However, the 
provincial government’s approach disproportionately harmed 
Japanese fishers, labelling them as outsiders and targets 
for removal. From 1916 to 1923, the Steveston Fishermen’s 
Benevolent Society reported a more than 50 percent drop in 
licence issuances for Japanese Canadian fishers. In a petition 
to the fisheries commission in 1922, the society’s president, 
G. Shimono, argued: “We are trying honestly and eagerly 

to assimilate and do our duty as Canadians with a sincere 
consciousness.” Shimono’s words reflect the frustration 
of non-white Canadians, whose efforts to assimilate and 
participate in the fishing industry were jeopardized by racism 
masked as environmental protection.

The result was a set of policies that revealed the deep Anti-
Asian sentiment against Japanese Canadian fishermen from 
their white counterparts and the steps that white fishers were 
willing to take to limit their access. Put simply, the fight for 
fish conservation was not only environmental, but also a battle 
to decide who belongs to the industry, and by extension, the 
province and the country. 

Efforts to End Discriminatory Policy

As licencing policies disproportionately targeted Japanese 
Canadian fishers, they fought back with protests and legal 
challenges. Even white cannery managers—who depended 
on Japanese labour—protested on Japanese Canadian 
fishers’ behalf. William Henry Barker, general manager of B.C. 
Packers, wrote in 1923: “Without these Japanese fishermen… 
no Cannery can successfully operate… Why should the B.C. 
Salmon Canners be made to settle the Japanese question?” 
Barker’s question demonstrated once more that the supposed 
environmental policies were actually actions against 
Japanese fishermen and that it was a conflict about race and 
immigration.

Finally, in 1928, after years of challenging the policy, the 
Supreme Court of Canada ruled in Japanese Canadian 
fishers’ favor. The court established that any British subject—
regardless of race—had the right to be licenced to fish. While 
the ruling did not use the phrase “racial equality” explicitly, 
it struck down the practice of giving preference to white 
fishers over Japanese Canadians and was driven primarily by 
Japanese Canadian organized activism.
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Conservation in early twentieth-century British 
Columbia—despite the present-day assumptions—
was never just about protecting salmon. It was also 
about protecting a vision of whiteness throughout 
the province. Bryce’s research shows how the policies 
that limited licences and access to fisheries were 
not accidental—they actively removed Japanese 
Canadians from the industry over several decades. 
More than one hundred years later, the experiences 
of Japanese Canadian fishers offer lessons to today’s 
climate and conservation movements. Namely, 
policymakers must consider historical events, 
diverse cultural practices, and the human impacts 
of conservation as central tenets of environmental 
policies.
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